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The deci sion by the Clinton of ad vanced fight ers to Latin Amer ica. This ar­

ad mini stra tion in 1995 to mod- ti cle posits that this was the right deci sion at

ify the conven tional arms the right time for the right reasons. The West-

trans fer policy and permit the ern Hemi sphere of 1998 is con sid era bly dif fer­

sale of advanced military tech- ent from the land scape of the 1970s and 1980s.

nolo gies to Latin America has Mili tary regimes, the Central American con-

sparked a heated debate within flicts, arms races, and the bi po lar com pe ti tion

po liti cal, academic, indus trial, be tween the su per pow ers were com mon place


and mili tary cir cles. One of the most con tro ver- through out the re gion. To day, the hemi sphere

sial as pects of this new pol icy deals with the sale is charac ter ized by democratic regimes, de-
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clin ing defense budgets, economic inte gra­
tion, and reduced inter state tension, with 
Cuba serving as the only reminder of a dis­
cred ited politi cal experi ment. 

Our research addresses the main argu ments 
against President Bill Clinton’s deci sion to sell 
fighter aircraft and outlines the weaknesses of 
those argu ments. For the most part, the discus­
sion fo cuses on the im pact of the new pol icy on 
seven countries: Argen tina, Brazil, Chile, Co­
lom bia, Ecua dor, Peru, and Venezuela. These 
coun tries have the largest air forces and are the 
most likely candi dates for the pur chase of fight­
ers. Since 1995 the Chilean air force has ex-
pressed the desire to modern ize its fighter
air craft. In 1996, Chile requested techni cal 
speci fi ca tions from the United States for the 
F/A-18 and F-16 fight ers. At the same time, Chile 
sought similar data from France for the Mirage 
2000-5 and from Sweden for the JAS-39 
Gripen.1 By March 1997, the Clinton admini­
stra tion agreed to allow US manufac tur ers to 
pro vide clas si fied tech ni cal data on the F-16 and 
F/A-18 and entered into nego tia tions for the 
pos si ble sale of the air craft.2 On 1 August, Presi­
dent Clinton ended the 20-year- old ban and re-
versed the Carter admin istra tion’s 1977 
Presi den tial Direc tive 13 (PD-13), which had 
blocked the sale of advanced military technol­
ogy in Latin America. In those 20 years, the US 
lim ited its aircraft sales in the region to lower-
technology fighters such as the A-4 Skyhawk, 
the Northrop F-5 in several variants, and the 
A-37 Dragon fly. The only excep tion to this pol-
icy was the 1982 sale of F-16s to Venezuela by 
the Reagan admini stra tion. Unfor tu nately, the 
self- imposed US embargo did not limit, nor in-
flu ence, the entry of advanced fighters into the 
re gion. Over the two decades, the French sold 
over two hundred fighters in South America. 
Other aircraft-producing nations followed suit. 
The Israelis, British, and Sovi ets also sold their 
fight ers in all the major countries, undaunted 
by US efforts to limit the sales. 

The critics of expand ing fighter sales to 
Latin Amer ica fo cus on some im por tant ar eas.
Pri mar ily, they stress the possi bil ity of a re­
newed arms race in Latin America and the 
nega tive socio eco nomic impact of expanded 

arms sales to these frag ile de moc ra cies. Oth ers
em pha size the fact that these nations do not 
need advanced fighters for their secu rity. On 
the other hand, advo cates of the sales stress 
the eco nomic bene fits to the United States and 
to our defense-related indus trial base. Addi­
tion ally, they propose that these sales will 
yield secu rity benefits and create closer ties 
with our regional allies. Further more, with 
the excep tion of Cuba, all countries in the 
hemi sphere are currently under democratic 
rule and, as such, enjoy the legiti macy to de­
ter mine the kind of military force structure 
they should have to pro vide for their de fense. 

This arti cle proposes that the United States 
sell, on a case-by- case basis, advanced fighter
air craft to select countries. It should do so to 
en hance interoper abil ity, promote military-
to- military contacts in the re gion, and to help 
the regional air forces modern ize their inven­
to ries with USAF-compatible equipment. 
These sales should conform to the princi ples 
set forth in the 1995 Williams burg Hemi­
spheric Defense Minis te rial Confer ence, 
which stressed transpar ency, account abil ity, 
and mu tual co op era tion. This ar ti cle does not
pro pose the opening of an “arms bazaar,” but 
rather increas ing US engage ment in the re­
struc tur ing and moderni za tion of the Latin 
Ameri can air forces. 

If the pri mary pur pose of the uni lat eral em­
bargo on the part of the United States is to 
main tain fighter aircraft out of the region, it 
cer tainly has not ac com plished the de sired re­
sults. Our European allies and other nations 
have been more than willing to provide the 
air craft to the Latin American air forces while 
US manufac tur ers stand on the sidelines. A 
sen ior execu tive for the Israeli Aircraft Indus­
try re cently high lighted this point: “Ameri can
com pa nies have been kept out of the market 
for some time . . . . There was a void there that 
we have filled success fully.” 3 The United 
States should en gage and pro mote re spon si ble 
sales in order to increase our partici pa tion in 
the region and pro mote in teroper abil ity with-
out sacri fic ing democratic rule and hemi­
spheric peace and secu rity. 
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Historical Background 
The histori cal record of arms transfers and 

sales to Latin America, and the asso ci ated leg-
is la tion, can be best viewed as a se ries of peaks 
and val leys. In many cases, the pol icy has been 
a direct reflec tion of the US president and his 
views towards the region or the current inter­
na tional situa tion. The For eign As sis tance Act 
of 1961 served as the corner stone for weap ons
trans fers during the early stages of the cold 
war.4 Rooted in the Truman Doctrine of con­
tain ment, this act provided the legal means 
for the United States to sell or transfer weap­
ons to foreign govern ments that supported 
our national secu rity objec tives. By 1969, the 
Nixon Doctrine, which emerged from the 
quag mire of the Vietnam War, proposed the 
idea that the United States would use arms 
trans fers as a means to contain Soviet influ­
ence. Arming friendly nations would allow 
them to defend themselves without having to 
risk American lives. The conse quences of the 
Nixon Doctrine have endured as a point of 
heated debate. William Hartung argues that 
these transfers contrib uted to the rise of 
authori tar ian govern ments and that many of 
the weapons sold by the United States were 
used to repress the civil ian populace.5 The 
1976 Arms Export Control Act, proposed by 
Sen. Hubert H. Humphrey (D-Minn.), began 
to limit the presiden tial ability to transfer 
weap ons to other nations by giving the Con­
gress veto power over sales and extend ing the 
no ti fi ca tion period to 30 days. Against the 
wishes of the Ford admini stra tion, several 
coun tries received even tighter restric tions 
based on their human rights records. This was 
the case with Chile in 1976 under Public Law 
94- 329. This legis la tion, commonly referred 
to as the Kennedy Amendment, pro hib ited se­
cu rity assis tance, military training, and arms 
sales to Gen Augusto Pino chet’s repres sive
mili tary regime in Chile.6 

In 1977, Presi dent Jimmy Car ter is sued PD-
13 with the in tent of re vers ing the Nixon Doc-
trine. President Carter required that arms 
trans fers be directly linked to further ing US 
se cu rity in ter ests and tied them very closely to 

the human rights records of the recipi ent gov­
ern ments.7 Among its many limita tions, PD-
13 placed limits on the dollar amounts of the 
sales, prohib ited the United States from in tro­
duc ing weapons to a region more sophis ti­
cated than those already present, and limited 
US produc tion of weapons that were devel­
oped exclu sively for export. Critics of PD-13 
ar gue that “among the many failures of U.S. 
Latin American policy under the Carter Ad­
min istra tion, none has been more complete 
than the failure of the arms transfer policy.”8 

The Carter presidency was incon sis tent with 
its ap pli ca tion of PD- 13, and it had great op po­
si tion even from within the ranks of his ad-
mini stra tion. While President Carter 
re stricted aircraft sales to Latin America, he 
pro posed one of the larg est air craft sales deals 
to Is rael, Saudi Ara bia, and Egypt in the spring 
of 1978, provid ing a clear exam ple of the in-
con sis ten cies of his arms policies.9 

Presi dent Ronald Reagan saw weapons 
trans fers consid era bly differ ent than his 
prede ces sor, framing them as “an essen tial
ele ment of our global policy” and subse­
quently revers ing many of the limita tions im­
posed by PD-13.10 The Reagan admini stra tion 
sought to re arm the United States and its al lies 
and to support anti com mu nist insur gen cies
through out the world. Dur ing his first term in
of fice, Presi dent Rea gan tri pled weap ons sales 
to Cen tral and South Amer ica, in clud ing arms 
trans fers to re pres sive re gimes such as those in
Gua te mala, El Salva dor, and Argen tina. 11 The 
Rea gan admini stra tion approved the sale of 
F-16 fighters to Venezuela in 1982 to counter 
the Cuban acqui si tion of Soviet-built MiG-23 
fighter/bomb ers.12 The F-16 deal with Vene­
zuela, nearly 17 years ago, was the last sale of a 
US- built advanced fighter to the region. The 
lion’s share of the arms transfers to Latin 
Amer ica during the remain der of the Reagan 
years was directed to wards Cen tral Amer ica to 
coun ter the leftist insur gen cies in El Salva dor 
and its neighbors. 

Presi dent George W. Bush contin ued with 
the relatively open transfer of weapons but 
did not sell any of the newer genera tion 
fighter aircraft. With the end of the Central 
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Ameri can conflicts and the ongo ing termi na­
tion of the cold war, the Bush admini stra tion 
shifted most of its focus in Latin America to 
the war on drugs. Addi tion ally, most of the 
gov ern ments in the region returned to civil­
ian control and imple mented drastic reduc­
tions in the size of their armed forces. 
Ar gen tina is perhaps the clearest exam ple of 
this rever sal in military spending and influ­
ence. Between 1983 and 1993, the Argen tine
mili tary was reduced from 175,000 men in 
uni form to 65,000.13 For the most part, the 
Latin American air forces did not acquire any 
new aircraft in the early 1990s. Their fighter
air craft contin ued to age, and spare parts be-
came more diffi cult to purchase. The success 
of US weapons during the Gulf War and the 
ag ing fleets of most Latin Ameri can air forces 
reig nited the debate on the sale of advanced 
air craft to the region. 

Presi den tial candi date Bill Clinton pro-
posed to curb the sales of US weap onry, but af­
ter his election and being faced with the 
dis ap pear ance of countless defense-related 
jobs, Clinton’s approach quickly changed. In 
1996, 79 members of the US House of Repre­
sen ta tives sent President Clinton a letter sug­
gest ing that the ban on fighter aircraft was no 
longer appro pri ate under prevail ing condi-
tions.14 These ideas have enjoyed bipar ti san
sup port, to include senators Bob Graham (D-
Fla.) and Richard Lugar (R-Ind.), who believe 
that these sales would ac tu ally be good for the
re gion by claiming that “other nations are 
more than willing to peddle their military 
wares in the Americas, so lifting the morato­
rium—and subject ing proposed arms sales to 
the strict checks of the state depart ment will 
in crease our in flu ence over who buys arms in 
Latin America.”15 

These propos als and other economic pres­
sures prompted Presi dent Clin ton to draft the 
presi dent’s conven tional arms transfer policy
em bod ied in Presiden tial Deci sion Direc tive 
34 (PDD-34). Under PDD-34, conven tional 
arms trans fers are viewed to be a le giti mate in­
stru ment of US foreign policy when they en-
able the United States to aid allies and friends 
to deter aggres sion, promote regional stabil­

ity, and in crease the in teroper abil ity of US and
al lied military forces.16 Addi tion ally, PDD-34 
stresses that support ing a strong, sustain able 
US de fense in dus trial base is a key US na tional 
se cu rity concern, and not purely an issue of 
com mer cial concern. Therefore, PDD-34 
raises the value of signifi cant domes tic eco­
nomic consid era tions in the arms transfer 
decision- making process to a higher level 
than in pre vi ous leg is la tion.17 But this re ver sal 
of pol icy, al though ap plauded by US weap ons 
manu fac tur ers, is presently a seri ous issue for 
de bate. 

The Critics: Arguments against Lifting the Ban 

The cast of critics condemn ing President 
Clin ton’s deci sion to lift the ban is long and
dis tin guished. Oppo nents include Nobel 
peace laure ate and former Costa Rican presi­
dent Oscar Arias and several US legis la tors, 
spe cifi cally, Sen. Joseph Biden (D-Del.), Sen. 
Chris to pher Dodd (D-Conn.), and Congress-
woman Nita Lowey (D-N.Y). The critics have 
ar gued that the costs of sell ing high- tech arms 
to the region far outweigh any economic or 
po liti cal gain to US in ter ests. Spe cifi cally, the 
op po nents ar gue that arms sales could un der­
mine the Clinton admin istra tion’s efforts to 
pro mote economic stabil ity and devel op­
ment, strengthen demo cratic po liti cal in sti tu­
tions in Latin America, and ensure hemi­
spheric peace and secu rity.18 

They ar gue that the sale of high- tech weap­
ons sys tems, par ticu larly com bat air craft, can-
not address the “new” secu rity threats facing 
the region, such as rampant drug-trafficking, 
grow ing economic inequal ity, social dislo ca­
tion, un re solved bor der dis putes, and nag ging 
guer rilla move ments.19 In fact, as former presi­
dents Jimmy Carter and Oscar Arias have re­
cently stated, opening an “arms bazaar” to 
in ter ested Latin Ameri can buy ers will only ex­
ac er bate or reverse the progress achieved in 
the last 15 years in the area of democ ra ti za­
tion, macroeconomic stabil ity, and hemi­
spheric coop era tion and secu rity.2 0 In an 
ef fort to restore the morato rium via hemi­
spheric consen sus, Carter and Arias have re­
ceived the support of 27 heads of state. The 
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group pro poses a two- year mora to rium on the
ac qui si tion of advanced military equipment. 
Their recom men da tion calls for a “cooling-
off” period to give the region time to study 
and address regional secu rity threats and the 
so cial, politi cal, and economic impact of an 
arms race in the region.21 

The princi pal economic argu ment against 
arms sales is that an increase in military ex-
pen di tures will divert scarce resources away 
from much-needed social and economic pro-
grams such as educa tion, health care, and 
job- creation initia tives. In a period of re-
strained state spending and macroeconomic 
sta bil ity, the purchase of military equipment 
fur ther reduces resources available for social 
in vest ment. Accord ing to the World Bank, 
these coun tries need to be in vest ing their lim­
ited resources in produc tion for local and ex-
port markets as well as in physical 
in fra struc ture and so cial serv ices such as edu­
ca tion and health care. Latin America needs 
to spend up to $1 bil lion (US dol lars) per week 
to main tain and up grade crum bling or non ex­
ist ent commu ni ca tion, water, and transpor ta­
tion systems.22 

Moreo ver, the critics argue, the shifting of 
re sources to military purchases will further 
com pli cate the region’s growing social prob­
lems. Poverty and income inequali ties have 
in creased as a result of structural adjust ment 
and auster ity policies imple mented by Latin 
Ameri can gov ern ments over the past 10 years. 
The pov erty level re mains at about 35 per cent 
for the region, and annual per capita growth
be tween 1990 and 1995 increased by only 1.3 
per cent.23 Other social indi ca tors such as in­
fant mortal ity, access to educa tion, and sani­
ta tion services have also shown only limited 
im prove ment. Poverty is only increas ing in 
ab so lute terms, but the in come gap is grow ing 
at a faster pace. Accord ing to the Inter-
American Devel op ment Bank, the top 10 per-
cent of the popula tion increased its share of 
the nation’s income from 58 percent in 1985 
to 66 percent in 1995.24 This level of poverty 
and income inequal ity will delegiti mize
demo cratic insti tu tions, making them vul ­
ner able to violence and other post-cold- war 

threats. As former Colom bian president Erne­
sto Samper, an ardent critic of US policy, 
stated re cently, “Di vert ing so cial spend ing to-
ward other ends can contrib ute to the de­
legitimization of our democratic system, 
mak ing them more vulner able to threats such 
as terror ism and drug traffick ing.”25 In short, 
stag nant economic growth and high unem­
ploy ment coupled with declin ing social serv­
ices will produce the very condi tions the 
United States is seeking to avoid: in sti tu tional 
break down and regional inse cu rity. Funds 
spent purchas ing expen sive weapons deprive 
other sectors of the economy of critical re-
sources needed to combat growing poverty. 
From a politi cal and economic perspec tive, 
these countries simply cannot afford these 
pur chases. 

An other ar gu ment against lift ing the ban is 
its impact on democ racy and civil ian control 
of the armed forces. Critics pose that further 
re duc tions in social spending will under mine
con fi dence in democratic processes and insti­
tu tions as poverty levels increase. Moreover, 
the sale of weapons will have the negative ef­
fect of strengthen ing the one insti tu tion that 
has always threatened democratic rule in 
Latin America—the armed forces. At a time 
when democ racy and its insti tu tions are still 
weak and in transi tion, the sale of arms sends 
an ambigu ous signal, given the situation of 
con tin ued uncer tain or limited civil ian con­
trol in some countries such as Chile, Hondu­
ras, and Peru. The level of consoli da tion of 
criti cal insti tu tions such as legis la tures, 
courts, and politi cal parties remains dubi ous. 
As a re sult, the mecha nisms that can en sure ci­
vil ian control are still in gesta tion and thus 
vul ner able to military preroga tives and inter­
fer ence.2 6  

Sev eral of the Latin American armed forces 
re tain consid er able insti tu tional autonomy,
spe cifi cally in the areas of the budget and in­
ter nal secu rity. Moreover, coup attempts in 
Vene zuela and Paraguay and the contin ued 
role of “guardian” provided by consti tu tions 
to the mili tar ies sug gest that ci vil ian con trol is 
far from consoli dated despite signifi cant 
strides in demo cratic rule in the last 13 years.27 
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In short, the insti tu tional and legal frame-
works con tinue the threat of prae to ri an ism in 
Latin America. The critics of US policy main­
tain that “profes sion ali za tion” and moderni­
za tion of Latin American weapons systems 
can have a similar result to that of the 1960s 
when profes sion ali za tion led to military in­
ter ven tion in the context of socio eco nomic 
dis tress. In short, selling high-tech weapons 
sys tems to Latin Amer ica of fers no sig nifi cant
ad van tage to support ing or consoli dat ing 
frag ile democ ra cies or civil ian control. 

Fi nally, the oppo nents of US policy argue 
that arms sales threaten hemispheric peace 
and secu rity because of the poten tial for an 
arms race among countries with unre solved 
bor der dis putes. As the con flict be tween Ec ua­
dor and Peru demon strates, histori cal ani­
mosi ties or border conflicts can be easily 
reig nited. Arms sales to only a few countries 
are enough to start an arms race that can lead 
to the desta bi li za tion of the region, particu­
larly if sales such as combat aircraft give na­
tions a clear strate gic advan tage over their 
neigh bors. Chile’s procure ment of high-tech 
weap ons can be inter preted by Ar gen tina, Bo­
livia, and/or Peru as a Chil ean ef fort to ob tain 
a stra te gic ad van tage. This may in duce them to 
en ter the arms mar ket at a time they can ill af­
ford to do so. Moreover, these weapons sys­
tems are completely inade quate to deal with 
the new, nontra di tional secu rity threats fac­
ing the hemisphere in the post-cold- war pe­
riod. Latin America has achieved an 
un prece dented level of re gional peace and co-
op era tion that can be easily under mined by 
an arms race started by any govern ment’s de­
ci sion to mod ern ize its mili tary hard ware. Co-
op era tive secu rity arrange ments and other 
mecha nisms, such as defense transpar ency 
and confidence- building meas ures, are still in 
their early stages, and any attempt to “mod-
ern ize” weapons systems will obvi ously un­
der mine these processes. 

All of these fac tors are in ter twined. The di­
ver sion of re sources will lead to a loss of con fi­
dence in democ racy and eventu ally to its 
col lapse. Conse quently, more power ful mili­
tary insti tu tions or, if democ racy disap pears, 

authori tar ian regimes and their new weapons 
sys tem will surely create an unsta ble regional 
en vi ron ment condu cive to the resur gence of 
in ter state con flict. Ac cord ing to the crit ics, the
lift ing of the morato rium is not in the long-
term inter ests of the United States. Though 
lift ing the ban may bring short- term boosts in 
weap ons exports, in the long term it will un­
der mine foreign policy objec tives by shifting 
in vest ment capi tal away from do mes tic de vel­
op ment and into military spending. This will 
re sult in lost export oppor tu ni ties for non­
mili tary in dus tries and a loss of export- related 
jobs. Moreover, regional con flict as a re sult of 
an arms race will have a direct and negative 
im pact on US national secu rity. In short, ex­
cept for defense contrac tors in the United 
States, the lift ing of the ban will have very few 
win ners and many losers. In the end, Oscar 
Arias, the princi pal critic of President Clin­
ton’s policy, concludes that 

although democracies exist throughout Latin 
America, one would be naive to believe they are 
strong. Introducing high-tech weapons to the 
region bodes a future of violent eruptions, 
regional instability [and] a growing arms race. 
Existing border skirmishes will be intensified; 
fragile civilian control over traditionally strong 
militaries will be weakened; national resources 
will be diverted to satisfy professional soldiers’ 
egos. How can a continent progress into the 
twenty-first century when governments are 
busy building arsenals and not schools? How 
can people continue their struggle for peace 
when more money is spent on modernizing 
fighter planes than on hospitals?28 

With out a doubt, the argu ments made by 
the crit ics of ex pand ing mili tary sales ex press 
le giti mate con cerns about the wel fare and sta­
bil ity of the region. Their claims appear 
stronger in light of the cur rent so cio eco nomic
con di tions, the inter ven tion ist record of the 
armed forces, and the fragile nature of the 
demo cratic regimes. With these factors in 
mind, what pos si ble ad van tages, other than in-
creased prof its and mar kets for the US arms in­
dus try, could there be for reopen ing the door 
for the sale of fighter aircraft? 
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Flaws in the Critics’ Arguments 

Be fore address ing the critics’ argu ments, it is 
im por tant to empha size one key point—the 
ban has not worked! But even if the United 
States contin ues its ban on the sales, there 
will be another state willing to step in to fill 
the need. It is ironic that leaders in a nation 
that built its economy on the laws of supply 
and de mand fail to un der stand that as long as 
the de mand ex ists for fighter air craft in the re­
gion, a supplier will emerge. With the end of 
the cold war, new actors such as Bela rus have 
emerged on the inter na tional arms market 
sell ing second hand military technol ogy. Be -
la rus sold sur plus MiG- 29s and a com ple ment 
of air-to- air missiles to Peru in 1995.29 De-
tailed analysis of the five criticisms against
lift ing the ban will highlight the weaknesses 
of their propos als. 

The strongest argu ment posed by the crit­
ics is based on econom ics. Without a doubt, 
the re gion would be bet ter served by fo cus ing 
its limited finan cial resources on social and 
eco nomic programs instead of military
spend ing. But there is abso lutely no indi ca­
tion that if the United States refuses to sell 
fight ers that the money will be spent on so cial 
pro grams. The zero-sum nature of the argu­
ment cannot be proved, particu larly if the 
gov ern ment had decided to earmark those 
funds for de fense. It is na ive to be lieve that the 
United States can influ ence how a sover eign 
state will spend its resources. In real ity, we 
lose lever age by remov ing ourselves from the 
ta ble. This fact was highlighted by Helio doro 
Gon zalez in a study of the US arms transfer 
pol icy in Latin America: The “so called ‘co­
mme rcial pragma tism’ on the part of such 
coun tries as France made U.S. efforts to slow 
the flow of sophis ti cated equipment to Latin 
Amer ica quite hopeless.” 30 The United States 
can link these sales to economic and secu rity 
ini tia tives and en sure that the pur chases carry 
some limita tions and are techno logi cally fea­
si ble for the purchas ing state. Research on 
Latin American moti va tions for the impor ta­
tion of arms has pointed out that the avail abil­
ity of domes tic economic resources is the 
pri mary politi cal consid era tion.31 If the civil­

ian govern ment has made the budget ary deci­
sion, either because of military pressure or 
na tional se cu rity, to di vert the fund ing to pur­
chas ing aircraft, the “swords to plowshares” 
ar gu ment is moot. 

The second criticism of the aircraft sales 
sim ply argues that these air forces just do not 
need this type of equipment based on their 
threats and missions. Before address ing the 
ques tion of need, there is a disturb ing dimen­
sion to this ar gu ment that needs to be brought 
to bear. Exactly who deter mines what those 
coun tries’ needs are? It is not the role of the 
United States or that of former presidents 
Arias and Car ter to de ter mine, or stipu late, the 
de fense needs of an other coun try. Does the US 
Air Force truly need the B-2 bomber in an age 
when it does not face a true peer competi tor? 
Would the US president respect, or follow, an 
ex ter nally imposed morato rium on aircraft 
pur chases or devel op ment because some for­
eign leaders believe they are not neces sary for 
our national defense? But this double stan­
dard can be ex plained away by the re al ist ar gu­
ment of inter na tional rela tions: “The strong 
do what they can, and the weak do as they 
must.” With out a doubt, this line of rea son ing 
is a viola tion of the sover eignty of these 
demo crati cally elected govern ments, and a 
slap in the face re gard ing their abil ity to de ter­
mine their nations’ defense policy. Essen­
tially, we are telling them that they must
de mili ta rize, while we continue to maintain 
our military capa bili ties. 

Moreo ver, this line of rea son ing ig nores the
cur rent real ity that many Latin American 
states are attempt ing to inte grate themselves 
into the inter na tional commu nity. Several 
have signifi cantly increased their partici pa­
tion in UN- sponsored peacekeep ing mis sions. 
They have contrib uted troops to regional 
peace initia tives such as the military observer 
mis sion be tween Ec ua dor and Peru 
(MOMEP). Argen tina partici pated in the Gulf 
War and sup ported the US po si tion dur ing the 
Hai tian crisis.32 The first aircraft to fly into 
Bagh dad after the cease-fire was an Argen tine 
air force Boeing 707; the Chileans oper ated 
heli cop ters in Kuwait after the Gulf War; and 



US ARMS TRANS-FER POLICY FOR LATIN AMERICA 83 

the Uruguay ans used their newly acquired C-
130 transports to support their peacekeeping 
troops in Cambo dia. It is not incon ceiv able 
for these armed forces to incor po rate them-
selves into more com plex mis sions such as the 
UN- sponsored no- fly zones cur rently in place 
in Iraq and the former Yugosla via. In order to 
do so, they would require modern fighter air-
craft along with the doctrine and training to 
per mit smooth incor po ra tion. The Argen tine
mili tary has sought involve ment in missions 
that re quire a higher de gree of mili tary ex per­
tise or the oppor tu nity to partici pate with 
more advanced military forces in order to 
gain training and prestige for its troops.33 Ad­
di tion ally, Argen tina has recently been 
named a major non-NATO ally, which should
in crease its willing ness to partici pate in mul­
ti na tional opera tions and perhaps even offer 
the possi bil ity of provid ing resources to the 
NATO mission in Croatia. Exclud ing these 
armed forces from such opera tions sends a 
nega tive signal to these emerging democ ra­
cies that they are just not good enough to par­
tici pate in the inter na tional arena. 
Ad di tion ally, it condemns the more advanced 
coun tries to the steadily expand ing role of 
global po lice men, which is a drain on their na­
tional resources and military. 

The third line of reason ing assumes that 
the sale of fighter aircraft, or other advanced 
mili tary systems for that matter, weakens 
demo cratic govern ments. Real is ti cally, one 
could argue just the contrary by stating that 
pro hib it ing the sales to these govern ments 
weak ens their prestige in the eyes of the na­
tion al is tic sectors of their soci ety and armed 
forces. Critics of the United States argue that 
it is our goal to disarm their nations in order 
to enhance our hegemonic posi tion in the 
hemi sphere. 

In the international arena, the richer countries 
attempt to implement their “new world order,” 
a philosophy which divides nations into two 
groups: “primary or secondary”; where the 
latter are condemned to permanent 
underdevelopment, with the aim of preventing 
them from ever becoming competitors on the 
international economic stage. . . . The basic rule 
for said project is to impose a subservient 

attitude on the “secondary” countries in order 
for them to resign themselves to the 
humiliating state of permanent social, 
economic, political,  and military 
underdevelopment. . . . It is obvious then that 
the armed forces of these countries are one of 
the primary targets of their strategy.34 

The comments cited above were made by a
com mander in the Brazil ian air force in 1993, 
and they mir ror the be liefs of a grow ing sec tor 
of the Latin American military and politi cal 
es tab lish ment. Many leaders in the region be­
lieve that their countries are kept in a state of 
un der de vel op ment by the devel oped world. 
On a grander scale, they frame the argu ment 
in a North- South axis, with the de vel oped na­
tions maintain ing a “techno logi cal apart­
heid” over devel op ing states. Essen tially, we 
deny them the technol ogy so that we can sub-
or di nate them to our will. Addi tion ally, they 
use this very reason ing to propose that the de­
nial of mili tary tech nol ogy also weak ens their 
se cu rity vis- á- vis their neigh bors. This rea son­
ing can lead to the devel op ment or expan sion 
of domes tic weapons produc tion, which will 
prove to be more costly than the outright pur­
chase and will cause an even greater bur den on 
their soci ety. Latin American nations, across 
the board, have reduced or disman tled their 
do mes tic weapons produc tion capa bili ties. 
These reduc tions have gener ated pressure 

Source: Stockholm Inter na tional Peace Research Insti tute (SI­
PRI), SI PRI Year book, 1997: Arma ments, Dis ar ma ment and In ­
ter na tional Se cu rity (New York: Ox ford Uni ver sity Press, 1997). 

Figure 1. South American Arms Imports 
versus Exports 
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from sec tors of the armed forces and la bor un­
ions. Between 1980–1987, the US Arms Con­
trol and Dis ar ma ment Agency ranked Bra zil as 
one of the 10 leading arms export ers to the 
Third World, but today many of the facto ries 
that produced weapons are idle or closed.35 

Fig ure 1 illus trates the decline in both arms 
ex ports and imports in South America in re-
cent years. 

Ad di tion ally, this line of thinking places 
the civil ian govern ments in a pecu liar situa­
tion by question ing their control over the 
armed forces. Without a doubt, the degree of 
auton omy of the armed forces varies from 
state to state based on their withdrawal from 
power, the legiti macy of the civil ian govern­
ment, and countless other factors. In Chile, 
the military has retained a great deal of its
pre roga tives, while in Argen tina the military 
has lit tle in flu ence or pres tige.36What ever the 
case, it is impera tive for these govern ments to 
be able to formu late, or contrib ute to, the de­
vel op ment of defense policy, and to not ap­
pear that they are merely puppets of the 
United States. 

Ac tu ally, some regional experts have pro-
posed that liber al iz ing the arms transfer pol-
icy may help improve civil-military rela tions. 
Patrice Franko, an expert on the Brazil ian de­
fense estab lish ment, stated in a recent inter-
view that easing the policy “will show the 
mili tar ies that there is a reward for the sort of 
poli cies they have been pur su ing in greater ci­
vil ian control and reduced regional ten­
sions.”37 Democ racy has become the norm in 
the re gion, and these demo cratic re gimes have 
em braced most of the neo liberal eco nomic re-
forms which have been required of them, but 
we refuse to recog nize their right to unilat er­
ally deter mine their defense needs. Essen­
tially, we are telling them that we know what 
is good for them and that they are not mature 
enough to deter mine their own policy. This 
ar gu ment appears to many Latin Americans 
as conde scend ing at best and ethno cen tric at 
worst. 

The fourth argu ment against the sales is 
based on the no tion that it will de sta bi lize the 
re gion by intro duc ing new technol ogy and 

weap ons, therefore trigger ing an arms race. 
His tory offers evidence that US embar goes 
can prove to be counter pro duc tive. A clear ex-
am ple of this oc curred in the late 1970s dur ing 
the Carter admini stra tion, when the United 
States re fused to sell air craft and tanks to Peru. 
The Pe ru vian gov ern ment turned to the So viet
Un ion and pur chased Su- 22 fight ers and a sig­
nifi cant number of main battle tanks, artil­
lery, and helicop ters. The sale alarmed 
Ec ua dor, Peru’s neighbor, which in turn re-
quested that the United States sell them air-
craft to correct the imbal ance. The United 
States, in accor dance with Carter admini stra­
tion policies, refused the sale and initi ated a 
chain of events that proved the futil ity of the 
US po si tion. Af ter be ing re fused by the United 
States, Ecua dor attempted to purchase 24 Kfir 
fight ers from Israel for $152 million (US dol­
lars). The United States blocked the sale be-
cause the Kfir uses the General Electric J-79 
en gine and Israel must receive US approval 
prior to any transfer to a third party. Finally, 
Ec ua dor turned to France and nego ti ated the 
pur chase of 24 Mirage F-1s for $260 million 
(US dollars).38 The attempt on the part of the
Car ter admini stra tion to limit the entry of 
fight ers into the troubled region resulted in 
fail ure at several levels. The aircraft were pur­
chased without using US sources and at a 
greater cost than initially antici pated. Fur­
ther more, it forced the Ec ua dori ans to buy the
Mi rage F-1, an aircraft consid era bly more so-
phis ti cated than they were origi nally at tempt­
ing to purchase. Ironically, years later the
Pe ru vi ans would pur chase the Mi rage 2000 to 
coun ter the threat posed by the Ecua dor ian 
F-1s. Regret ta bly, history would repeat itself 
in 1995 af ter the most re cent con flict be tween 
Peru and Ecua dor. Follow ing the conflict, the 
Pe ru vian air force purchased the MiG-29 Ful­
crum from Bela rus to replace losses incurred 
in battle. Ad di tion ally, the Pe ru vi ans ac quired 
over one hundred AA-10 and AA-8 air-to- air 
mis siles for the MiG-29 as part of the pur -
chase. The Ecua dori ans, on the other hand, 
turned to Israel and acquired four Kfir C-7s 
from the Israeli Air Force.39 
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The unwill ing ness of the United States to 
en ter the aircraft market in Latin America has 
not limited or prevented the entry of such 
tech nol ogy or dimin ished the possi bil ity of 
an arms race. Over the last few years, the Chil­
ean air force has contin ued its acqui si tion of 
air craft, includ ing the purchase of 25 Belgian 
air force Mi rage Vs to re place its ag ing Hawker
Hunt ers. Addi tion ally, the Chileans are nego­
ti at ing the purchase of addi tional early warn­
ing (EW) air craft to aug ment its sin gle Con dor 
(Israeli- built, Boeing 707 variant, EW plat-
form). This expan sion would give the Chil­
eans a signifi cant advan tage in EW, intel li­
gence gather ing, and battle manage ment, sig­
nifi cantly reduc ing their need for addi tional
fight ers.40 Further more, Chile has made it 
very clear that the United States is not the only
con tender for their upcom ing purchase of 
per haps as many as 60 fighters.41 During the 
1998 Ferie In ter na cional del Aire y del Espa cio
(FI DAE), a major aeronau ti cal air show in 
Chile, the French and Swedes aggres sively
mar keted their compet ing aircraft in an at-
tempt to close that lucra tive deal. In a recent 
in ter view with a Chilean newspa per, Anders 
Bjorck, Sweden’s former defense minis ter, 
stressed that Chile was undoubt edly the high­
est prior ity in Latin America for his country 
and that, unlike the United States, Sweden 
does not at tach re stric tions on its arms sales.4 2  

Per haps the strongest argu ment against the 
pos si bil ity of an arms race is the histori cal rec-

Source: Inter na tional Insti tute for Strate gic 
Stud ies (INSS),The Mili tary Bal ance, 1996/98 
(Lon don: INSS, 1998). 

aIn for ma tion for 1985 un avail able. 

Figure 2. Regional Defense Spending as a 
Percentage of Gross Domestic Product 

ord. Latin America is not a region known for 
in ter state conflict. In recent years, most areas 
of poten tial conflict, such as the Hie los Con ti­
nen ta les divid ing line between Argen tina and 
Chile, will have been resolved. In addi tion, 
Latin Amer ica has tra di tion ally spent less on de­
fense as a percent age of the gross domes tic 
prod uct (GDP) than in other regions of the 
world and had fewer inter state conflicts than 

Source:Stock holm In ter na tional Peace Re-
search Insti tute (SIPRI), SI PRI Year book, 

aIn for ma tion for 1985 un avail able. 
bIn for ma tion for 1996 un avail able. 

1997: Ar ma ments, Dis ar ma ment and In ter­
na tional Secu rity (New York: Oxford Uni­
ver sity Press, 1997). 

Figure 3. Defense Spending by Country as 
a Percentage of Gross Domestic Product 

most regions of the world (fig. 2). 
Even during the years of the military gov­

ern ments, their expen di tures were compara­
tively lower. Analy sis of de fense spend ing ona 
country- by- country basis demon strates 
virtu ally no differ ence in the outcome. For 
the most part, Latin Ameri can coun tries main­
tain their military expen di tures below 2 per -
cent, showing a decline over the last 10 years 
(fig. 3). 

Fur ther more, regional leaders have been 
meet ing in an attempt to standard ize the cal­
cu la tions of defense expen di tures for even 
greater transpar ency. In July 1998, during the 
fifth meeting of the Argentine-Chilean Per-
ma nent Commit tee on Secu rity, leaders from 
both countries agreed to abide by the defense 
ex pen di ture guidelines proposed by the UN 
Eco nomic Commis sion on Latin America 
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(ECLA).43 This signifi cant milestone is con sis­
tent with the spirit of the Williams burg and 
Bari loche minis te rial confer ences. 

In their fifth and fi nal ar gu ment, the crit ics 
ac cuse the Clin ton ad mini stra tion of buck ling 
to the pressures of the US aeronau ti cal indus­
try and other arms manufac tur ers in their ef­
forts to promote their goods in the region. 
For mer president of Costa Rica Oscar Arias, 
one of the propo nents of this criticism, re­
cently stated: 

The engine of the arms trade is no longer fueled 
by East-West politics. It is now driven by 
economic motives alone, by greed. Arms 
merchants aggressively seek new clients, 
especially in the developing world. And while 
the governments of these developing countries 
buy billions of dollars a year in arms, their 
people remain subject to the chilling reality of 
poverty.4 4  

Be yond any economic benefit that arms 
sales may ac crue to US de fense com pa nies, the
lift ing of the ban can have a direct and posi­
tive impact on US inter ests. In other words, a 
more inter est ing question is not so much 
what a change in pol icy might ac com plish for
de fense compa nies and their employ ees but 
for broader US goals in Latin America. The ar­
gu ment can be made that sales are needed to 
main tain the defense indus trial base and pro-
vide jobs for US workers. Moreover, prohi bi­
tions jeopard ize competi tive ness of US 
com pa nies in the global mar ket that is fur ther 
ex ac er bated by budget cutbacks that reduce 
fund ing for research and devel op ment pro-
grams.45 However, this argu ment is narrow 
and could be in ter preted as too self- serving by 
crit ics of arms sales. A broader and more fo­
cused argu ment in favor of how arms sales 
pro tect and en hance US in ter ests in the re gion 
is more persua sive. In real ity, we believe that 
the unwill ing ness on the part of the United 
States to sell fighters may hinder the sale of 
other aircraft or technolo gies, such as the T-6 
Texan 2 trainer, which would further dimin­
ish our presence in-theater. Raytheon, the 
manu fac turer of the T-6, believes that there 
will be a market for three hundred to four 

hun dred trainers in Latin America in the near 
fu ture and hopes to capture a portion of this 
mar ket.4 6 The T-6 would compete against 
foreign- built train ers such as the Bra zil ian Su­
per Tucano and the Swiss-built Pila tus PC-9. 
The inabil ity of US manufac tur ers to sell 
train ers in the region would create an even 
wider chasm be tween the US Air Force and our 
re gional allies who have tradi tion ally de­
pended on our training manuals, instruc tor 
ex changes, and pro gram syl labi for their pi lot-
train ing programs. 

The Latin American fighter aircraft mar­
ket is too small to make a signifi cant impact 
on the US aerospace indus try. In all likeli­
hood, sev eral coun tries would be buy ing ex­
cess military aircraft, such as older models 
of the F-16. Many of these fight ers have been 
re tired from the inven to ries of the US Air 
Force, the Air National Guard, or the Air 
Force Re serve. The dras tic down siz ing of the 
US armed forces, particu larly since the Gulf 
War, has forced many of these air craft to face 
early retire ment in the Arizona desert. The 
sale of these aircraft could create some “off-
set agreements” requir ing that some assem­
bly or main te nance func tions of the fight ers 
be accom plished in the purchas ing country. 
These “offsets” reduce even further the eco­
nomic benefits of such a sale. This has been 
the case with the A-4AR Fighting hawk pro-
gram in Argen tina. About two-thirds of the 
A- 4ARs will be assem bled in the Lockheed-
Martin plant in Cordoba, Argen tina, dimin­
ish ing the eco nomic bene fits and job op por­
tu ni ties in the United States. 47 

It is impera tive for the United States to re-
main engaged in the region, and to do so it 
must be willing to address the secu rity needs 
and con cerns of its neigh bors. These needs in­
clude the acqui si tion of fighter aircraft to 
mod ern ize their aging fleets. If we are unwill­
ing do so, other actors will step in to fill the 
void, and our influ ence will continue to de-
cline. A review of our in ter ests in the re gion is 
criti cal in order to under stand the growing
im por tance of US military partici pa tion in 
Latin America. 



US ARMS TRANS-FER POLICY FOR LATIN AMERICA 87 

Arms Sales: US Interests, Security Cooperation, 
and Socioeconomic Development 

Arms sales provide the means to build and 
sus tain military- to- military con tacts at a time 
in which the United States has lost signifi cant
in flu ence and lever age with Latin American 
mili tar ies. Samuel Fitch has noted that US 
mili tary influ ence has declined signifi cantly 
since be fore the end of the cold war, much of 
it as a result of dramatic drops in military aid 
and arms transfers.48 The continu ing decline 
in US allo ca tions for inter na tional military
edu ca tion and training (IMET) funding for 
Latin America (table 1) is further evidence in 
this loss of influ ence and di min ished en gage­
ment. The more intense the defense rela tion­
ship, the greater the abil ity of Wash ing ton to 
in flu ence the re gion’s armed forces to re spect
hu man rights and democratic insti tu tions 

and promote profes sion al ism. The overall 
in ter est is to engage in military-to- military 
con tacts to en hance se cu rity, build eco nomic
sta bil ity, and promote democ racy.

Ul ti mately, military sales will result in 
more exchanges, joint exer cises, and greater 
mu tual under stand ing. In other words, trans­
fers al low for more en gage ment and the es tab­
lish ment of new and broader channels of 
com mu ni ca tion between militar ies and gov­
ern ments. Pro fes sor Fitch notes that such en-
gage ment has limited impact on changing
val ues and beliefs of Latin American offi cers. 
It does, however, provide an impor tant ad­
junct to US policies in favor of democ ra ti za­
tion or drug control because it provides 
“tan gi ble and intan gi ble goods that will be 
lost if the re cipi ents act in ways coun ter to U.S.
poli cies.”49 

Ta ble 1 

IMET Expen di tures in the Region 
(In Thousands of Dollars) 

COUN TRY 

1996 Ac tual 1997 Ac tual 1998 Es ti mate 1999 Request 

To tal 
Al lo ca tion 

Stu dents 
Trained 

To tal 
Al lo ca tion 

Stu dents 
Trained 

To tal 
Al lo ca tion 

Stu dents 
Trained 

To tal 
Al lo ca tion 

Stu dents 
Trained 

Ar gen tina $542 186 $603 179 $600 178 $600 178 

Bra zil $200 38 $222 42 $225 42 $225 42 

Chile $366 187 $395 167 $450 190 $450 190 

Co lom bia $147 30 $0 0 $900 100 $800 89 

Ec ua dor $500 135 $425 118 $500 138 $500 139 

Peru $400 75 $483 133 $450 124 $450 124 

Vene­
zuela 

$430 114 $388 100 $400 103 $400 103 

Source: Adam Isaac son and Jay Ol son,Just the Facts: A Civili an’s Guide to U.S. De fense and Se cu rity As sis tance to Latin Amer ica and 
the Car ib bean (Wash ing ton, D.C.: LA TAM Work ing Group, 1998). 
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In fact, arms transfers can also increase US 
in flu ence in other nonmili tary or secu rity is-
sues. One recent study demon strated that US 
arms transfers are an impor tant compo nent 
of an over all pack age of car rots and sticks that
en hances US lever age over recipi ent coun-
tries.50 Consis tent with the theory of func­
tion al ism which states that power and
in flu ence are fungi ble, military sales and se­
cu rity coop era tion can easily translate into 
in flu ence in other politi cal and economic is-
sues. Arms trans fers on a case- by- case ba sis of­
fer the oppor tu nity to replace lost hegem ony 
by re in stat ing the ex er cise of what Jo seph Nye 
has called “hard power lever age”; that is, re­
stor ing the capac ity to pressure other coun­
tries to conform to its policies by rein stat ing 
the le-vers of influ ence (e.g., weapons sys­
tems) that can be used later by threaten ing to 
with draw or sanction if certain expec ta tions 
are not met.51 In short, arms sales will in crease 
the level of contact, lev er age, and po liti cal ca­
ma ra de rie, which can be used to exer cise in-
flu ence on a range of is sues, spe cifi cally those
re lated to democ racy and hemispheric peace 
and secu rity. 

In recent years, fewer numbers of Latin 
Ameri can fighter pilots have received flight 
train ing in the United States, while growing
num bers have done so in France and Israel. 
Within the last 10 years, the US Air Force has 
de ac ti vated the A-37 train ing pro gram at How­
ard AFB, Panama, and the F-5 training squad­
ron at Williams AFB, Arizona. Hundreds of 
Latin American fighter pilots passed through 
these schools and were exposed to US Air 
Force doctrine and pilots. With the excep tion 
of the aviation leader ship program in T-37s 
and a lim ited number of slots in A/T-38 train­
ing, few Latin Americans have the oppor tu­
nity to receive training in the United States. 
Fighter pi lots con tinue to be a large por tion of 
the current and future leader ship in the Latin 
Ameri can air forces and it is im pera tive for the 
US Air Force to maintain close ties with these 
of fi cers. 

For mer defense secre tary William Perry 
noted that the sale of US aircraft is indeed 
more stabi liz ing than desta bi liz ing because it 

comes with US training, military-to- military
con tact or dialogues with our democrati cally 
con trolled armed forces, and con trol by the US 
over spare parts.52 It provides some degree of 
lev er age over how US equip ment is em ployed. 
Po ten tial misuse of weapons can be mini­
mized by depend ence on US suppli ers, train­
ing, spare parts, and other sup port. The de gree 
to which the United States moves to the posi­
tion of princi pal supplier for entire groups of
coun tries, the more it can deter mine the rela­
tive balance of weaponry in the region. If the 
United States provides the same equipment to 
neigh bor ing countries, it is in a posi tion to 
pro mote confidence-building measures 
through joint maneu vers with the US Air 
Force and Navy, since doc trine tends to fol low 
equip ment.53 

The interoper abil ity of weapons systems 
among countries in the hemisphere is an im­
por tant com po nent of the kind of se cu rity co-
op era tion that can be achieved through
con tin ued joint maneu vers and effi cient
inter- American opera tions and peacekeeping
mis sions. Interoper abil ity is a critical means 
of inter act ing coop era tively with other na­
tions in the region. With the excep tion of 
Vene zue la’s F-16s, there are no Latin Ameri­
can air forces oper at ing fighters currently 
found in the USAF inven tory (table 2). Addi­
tion ally, most fighters in the region are more 
than 20 years old and often lack sources for 
spares. This is particu larly the case with US-
built fighters. Even the newly refur bished A-4 
Sky hawk purchased by Argen tina, Brazil, and 
Bo livia are old airframes with upgraded avi­
on ics and, in the case of Ar gen tina, ra dars. It is 
safe to assume that the service life of these 
A-4s will not be as long as that of an F-16. The 
lat ter is oper ated by many air forces and is 
sched uled to re main in the USAF in ven tory for 
many years to come. Common equipment fa­
cili tates interoper abil ity for combined op era­
tions for dis as ter re lief, peacekeep ing, and the 
fight against drug traffick ing. Much like doc-
trine fol lows equip ment, in teroper abil ity also 
con trib utes to the de vel op ment of shared doc-
trine, nego ti ated proce dures, routine exer­
cises, and compati ble command and control. 
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Ta ble 2


Fighter Aircraft in Major LATAM Air Forces


Air craft Ori gin 
Date of 

Manu fac turer Air Force and Quantity 

AMX A-1 BR/IT 1989 BR (28) 

A-4 Skyhawk US 1972 AR (48) some a/c on order 

A-37 Dragon fly US 1967 CH (35), CO (26), EC (10), PE (16) 

F-5 Tiger US 1972 BR (56), CH (16), VE (18) 

F- 16A Fal con US 1978 VE (24) 

Jag uar UK 1972 EC (11) 

Mi rage III FR 1965 AR (15), BR (18) 

Mi rage V FR 1970 AR (5), CH (29), CO (13), PE (11), VE (?) 

Mi rage F-1 FR 1976 EC (14) 

Mi rage 50 FR 1980 CH (15), VE (17) 

Mi rage 2000 FR 1982 PE (10) 

Kfir C-2/7 IS 1975 AR (22), EC (9), VE (12) 

Su- 20/22 USSR 1970 PE (20+) 

Su- 25 Frog foot USSR 1970 PE (14) 

MiG- 21 USSR 1958 CU (150) 

MiG- 23 Flog ger USSR 1971 CU (38) 

MiG- 29 USSR 1982 CU (34), PE (18) 

Source: Lt Col Luis F. Fuen tes, “Air Forces of the Ameri cas,” Air power Jour nal In ter na tional, 5 May 1998, avail able from http://www.air­
power.max well.af.mil/al ma nac/eng lish/engin dex.html. 

Once again, interoper abil ity in these ar­
eas not only enhances coop era tion but also 
Wash ing ton’s ability to influ ence Latin 
Amer ica in other areas of national inter est 
to the United States. As Bra zil ian scholar and 
pol icy maker Tho maz Gue des da Costa aptly
as serts: 

The Soviet threat no longer exists, but if, for 
example, the United States wants more than the 
symbolic participation of Latin American 
countries in international collective 
peacekeeping or peacemaking initiatives, an 
effort must be made to build common military 
operational capabilities in order to permit 
efficiency in field operations. The lack of 
common technological, weapons, and tactical 

standards may frustrate the formation of an 
international force for joint operations.5 4  

Arms transfers also place the United States 
in a unique and more influ en tial posi tion to 
strengthen hemispheric secu rity coop era tion 
and confi dence and security-building mea­
sures (CSBM). Estab lish ing an arms bazaar 
rather than making deci sions on a case-by-
case basis does not contrib ute to hemispheric 
peace and secu rity. It limits the ability of the 
United States to maintain links and exer cise
in flu ence in the estab lish ment of a coop era­
tive secu rity system. Military sales must be 
cou pled with transpar ency in defense plan­
ning, acqui si tions and budgets, joint exer­
cises, pe ri odic high- level ci vil ian and mili tary 
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meet ings, and other CSBMs that will contrib­
ute to building trust, confi dence, and mutual 
un der stand ing among the militar ies of the re­
gion. The coop era tive secu rity archi tec ture 
de vel oped by the first defense minis te rial
meet ing (July 1995) in Williams burg, Vir­
ginia, provides the framework to safeguard 
peace and se cu rity in the re gion, thus avert ing 
the poten tial for an arms race and conflict 
that may result from arms sales to the region. 
In other words, given better infor ma tion 
about a neighbor’s weapons purchases and 
de fense plans and capa bili ties, countries in 
the re gion should be able to more con fi dently
evalu ate their own secu rity needs and thus 
avoid unnec es sary arms purchases. 

The Williams burg meeting estab lished  a 
set of prin ci ples that have be come the cor ner­
stone of a new secu rity arrange ment in the 
hemi sphere. First, the resolu tion of outstand­
ing disputes by nego ti ated settle ment and 
wide spread adoption of confidence-building 
meas ures, in a time frame con sis tent with the 
pace of hemispheric economic inte gra tion.
Sec ond, increase the transpar ency in defense 
mat ters through exchanges of infor ma tion by
re port ing on defense expen di tures and 
greater civilian-military dialogue. Finally, 
pro mote greater defense coop era tion in sup-
port of volun tary UN-sanctioned peacekeep­
ing opera tions.55 The estab lish ment of the 
In ter- American Center for Defense Studies at 
the Na tional De fense Uni ver sity is not only an
im por tant effort at enhanc ing civil ian ex per­
tise in re gional se cu rity and de fense is sues but 
is critical to building coop era tive programs 
and re la tion ships among ci vil ian and mili tary
lead ers of Latin America. 

Fi nally, there is little reason to believe that 
US arms sales will lead to a burst of defense 
spend ing and the weaken ing of democratic 
in sti tu tions, as some critics have argued. 
First, this as sumes that, in an age of eco nomic
neo- liberalism and fiscal auster ity, Latin 
Ameri can gov ern ments will em bark on a mili­
tary spending spree. The deci sion of the Chil­
ean govern ment to suspend its purchase of 
com bat aircraft because of budget ary con­

straints due to the cur rent global fi nan cial cri­
sis dem on strates a level of fis cal re spon si bil ity 
that crit ics are not will ing to ac cept. Moreo ver, 
Latin America spends less than 2 percent of 
gross domes tic product on defense. There is 
no reason to believe that lifting the ban will 
in evi ta bly lead to an increase in irre spon si ble
de fense spending. In other words, there is no 
zero- sum rela tion ship between purchas ing 
weap ons and so cio eco nomic de vel op ment. Fi­
nally, the argu ment that defense spending 
nega tively af fects eco nomic growth and so cial 
con di tions has been con sis tently dis proved by 
the data.56 In fact, some stud ies have found the 
re la tion ship between “guns and growth” to 
be positive.57 Karl DeRouen recently noted 
that defense procure ment in Latin American 
demo cratic re gimes has nei ther a posi tive nor 
nega tive ef fect on pov erty and so cio eco nomic 
de vel op ment in the region.5 8 As noted, arms 
sales, if coupled with transpar ency and a con­
certed effort to estab lish a coop era tive secu­
rity ar range ment in the hemi sphere via CBMS, 
will not endan ger the secu rity and socio eco­
nomic devel op ment of the Americas. 

Conclusions 
The key element in US arms sales policy to 

Latin America is to adopt a more real is tic ap­
proach that allows arms sales to be a compo­
nent of US in flu ence and lev er age, spe cifi cally 
over the region’s armed forces, while attempt­
ing to maintain or enhance the level of peace 
and secu rity via confidence-building meas­
ures and secu rity coop era tion arrange ments. 
Such arrange ments were deline ated in the de­
fense minis te rial meetings in Williams burg 
and Bariloche, Argen tina. This arti cle has ar­
gued against prohi bi tion and an arms bazaar. 
Nei ther ex treme al ter na tive of fers a guar an tee 
of peace, secu rity, and coop era tion in the 
hemi sphere. Moreover, there is also no evi ­
dence that these alter na tives will neces sar ily 
con trib ute to the strength en ing of demo cratic
in sti tu tions or to the channel ing of resources 
to socio eco nomic devel op ment. In fact, there 
is no evi dence that arms trans fers have a nega­
tive effect on democ ra ti za tion, hemispheric 
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peace and secu rity, or socio eco nomic devel­
op ment in the re gion. The crit ics of arms sales 
have only provided suppo si tions and no real 
evi dence that arms transfers will have a dele­
te ri ous impact on democ racy, secu rity, and 
de vel op ment in the region. 

Rather than tilting civil-military rela tions 
in favor of the armed forces, as most critics 
main tain, arms sales can be an element of a 
more stable rela tion ship that can contrib ute 
to de moc ra ti za tion. A well- trained and pro fes­
sional military that is engaged in joint exer­
cises and global opera tions, such as 
peacekeep ing, will increas ingly depo li ti cize 
the armed forces and strengthen civil ian con­
trol. There is no corre la tion between provid­
ing the Chileans with a squadron of F-16 
fighter aircraft and the weaken ing of democ­
racy. The Chilean armed forces do not need 
fighter aircraft to under mine democ racy. 
With respect to hemispheric secu rity and 
mili ta ri za tion, arms transfers will also not 
nec es sar ily lead to an arms race or conflict if 
it’s within the context of transpar ency, coop-
era tion, and confidence-building measures 
such as joint exer cises and military-to-
military con tact. The Wil liams burg prin ci ples
pro vide the hemispheric secu rity framework 
or archi tec ture neces sary to make transfers a 
com po nent of peace and secu rity rather than 
mili ta ri za tion and conflict. 
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